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Monitoring: Not-So-Secret Secret

U.S. Tried to Keep le on Two Llstemng Posts in China

"By Murrey Marder

W&shlngmn Post Staff Writer
For nearly a year, the Carter and
Reagan administrations did their utmost
to prevent public disclosure of the ex-
istence of two secret electronic monitor-
ing stations operating in China with

American eqmpment and manned by

P

Chinese personnel. .

The Carter adnumstratlon suowede&

in keeping the story out of print, but
the Reagan administration did not, al-
though vigorous attempts by top-level
officials to forestall publication contin-
ued into the late efternoon Tuesday,
just before NBC .television’s nightly
" news went on the air. -

The NBC report was not the first
public reference to the secret monitoring
stations, but it had the greatest national
and international impact. .

Anchorman John Chancellor opened
by saying:

“Good evening. The Umted ‘States
and the People’s Republic of China have
been watching missile tests in the Soviet
Union for the past year from two secret

* monitoring stations' deep in China . .

haps other newspapem subscribing to
The Post’s news service. Under a Hong
Kong dateline, Jay Mathews of The
Post’s Foreign Service reported:
“Chinese Vice Premier Deng Xisoping
.. said today that China is willing to
use American equipment on Chinese soil
to monitor Soviet compliance with a
proposed new arms limitation’ treaty,_
aocordmg to U.S _senators vns:tmg Pek~

The report “also said Deng, “in re-
sponse to a question from Sen. Joseph
R. Biden Jr. (D-Del) made clear that
the monitoring stations would have to
be run by Chinese and that Peking
would share the collected data with
Washington.” -

The delegation’s leader, Sen. Frank
Church (D-Idaho), then chairman of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee,

. told reporters who asked for his reaction

\-

NBC then switched to diplomatic re; '

porter Marvin Kalb in Washington for
the actual report, with accompanying
film that included street scenes in Teh-
ran showing wildly cheering crowds hail-

ing Iran’s revolution. Among other.

things, the upheaval had wiped out elec-
tronic eavesdropping posts operated by
the United States for years on the Iran-
ien-Soviet border. The monitoring in-
stallations now in China are replace-
ments for that major intelligence loss.
Existence of the monitoring posts had
been reported obliquely last Sunday in
The Washington Post and, as a conse-
quence, less obliquely in one pararaph of
William Safire’s column entitled “Essay”
in The New York Times Monday. -~
In piecemeal fashion, veils were being
removed from a behind-the-scenes de-
bete involving the government and press
about publishing a story that officiels of

two administrations tried to keep out of

print.

Tronically, the heginnings of the story
hed been known since at least April 20,
1979, when Chira's offer to replace the
Tranian monitoring stations wes reported
on the front pege of The Post, and per-

. The Times, who had a reputsi

to Deng’s offer. “We’d have to pursue
the matter further.”

To an even half-alert Soviet intelli-
gence officer here, that report surely
rwzltedmthec]angofalarmbel]sback
to the Kremlin. - . -

It should have been obvious that the
US. government, and the Central In-
telligence Agency in particular, were un-,
likely to pess up such an opportunity,
wpecm!ly when loss of Iranian monitor-
ing posts was a very troublesome issue
for the Carter administration in its at-
tempt to complete the second strategic
arms limitation treaty (SALT II). That
pact finally was signed by President
Carter and Soviet President Leonid
Brezhnev a few months later in Vienna,
but never ratified.

Similar alarm bells should have rung

in US. newspaper offices about any fol-

low-up on Deng’s offer, but journalism
has its peculiarities. It was not until No-
vember, s best as can be estublished,
that The Times had the story, or as
much of it as was available then.
Newspapers tend to hold their secrets
very tightly, so this account is not nec-
e-asarily cornglet&
é ence of A monitoring “hdhty" 2
ina became “known to Richard R_’
Burt, then national security repe.ter for ;
n for”
“bresking” what government officials
“%arded as some of the most sensitive

" Department’s

. stories, and to his Tinies colleague} Phil-
_ ip Taubman.

The monitoring secret reportedly also
became known about that time to one
or two other journalists, but not to any
reporters at The Post. According to
journalistic sources, The Times was
talked out of publishing the story last
November on  “national  security

- grounds” by Carter’s national security

affairs adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski and
perhaps others.

These sources said The ’I‘im& again
was talked out of publishing the report
as & prominent news story as recently as
last Tuesday by CIA Director William J.
Casey. At that peint, the story had been
reported Sunday in the context of an
overall review of China policy in The
Post’ by this reporter, and then by
Times columnist Safire Monday.

By that time Burt had become what
insiders traditionally label' a “poacher
turned gamekeeper.” He left The Times
after being named director of the State
Bureau of Politico-
Military Affairs, becommg one of the
administration’s prime keepers of se-
crets. © -

The monitoring story’s impact had
increased greatly by Tuesday es a result
of the US. decision to authorize the
first sale of “lethal” U.S. military equip-
ment to China on a case-by-case basis.
As a consequence, by Wednesday the
story was of primary importance and
interest all news outlets, and they were
able to verify it on a “background” basis.

The Times published a detailed ac-
count by Taubman yesterday morning,

- and ritualistic replies of “no coinment”

then rose in inevitable chorus during the
day from the White House, Pentgon
and State Departinent.

Existence of the listening posts obvi-
ously was no secret io the Chinese 5 d
very probably not to the Soviets. Nev-
ertheless, leading US. intelligence offi-
cials were chagrined by the splash of
national aad international attention
which, they maintained, could rebound
to curb US. acuess to data on Soviet
missile tests,

A Whitz House official, asled lust
night about uny stale of alarm there,
said, “I don't delect any undue alsrm,
Exasperation? Of course.”
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